The purpose of this study is to investigate the use of social media by ecotourism management agencies and how this potentially changes the relationship between the ecotourist and the natural environment. It examines the meaning of ecotourism and the way that social media shapes visitor perceptions and meaning through an examination of the content of 775 Sina microblog postings from five leading ecotourism site management agencies in China. In order to gain a deeper understanding of the social media postings a series of semi-structured interviews was also conducted with followers and management agencies. The findings provide an enhanced understanding of ecotourism marketing and its impacts on the ecotourist while also creating a framework for the use of social media to market ecotourism. The framework outlines the importance of the meanings associated with this form of communication through its promotional appeal to tourists and the outcomes for both the ecotourist and site management. 
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Introduction
The advent of social media, as a new medium of communication, has transformed many aspects of the tourism industry by enabling individuals, the business community and policy makers to gain a deeper understanding of the market (Qualman, 2013) . Xiang and Gretzel (2010) argue that social media plays a considerable role in influencing modern tourists' decision making process, while Edwards, Cheng, Wong, Zhang, and Wu (2017) contend that social media plays an important role in redefining Destination Marketing and Management Organizations' and tour operators' marketing environments by extending their social media accounts to reach, convince, and attract potential tourists, and to shape tourists' experiences (Hays, Page, & Buhalis, 2013) .
While there has been much debate on how to make effective use of social media marketing in tourism research, there is a lack of empirical evidence in understanding its role in ecotourism marketing and communication. At present the literature on social media applications in ecotourism marketing is at an embryonic stage, especially in the context of developing countries such as China. To begin to understand some of these issues the aim of this study is to provide a deeper understanding of ecotourism social media marketing practices in order to provide further insights into its use in China. The study analyzes current ecotourism site management agencies' social media initiatives in China and the embedded meanings associated with it. From this analysis a framework is established to analyze ecotourism social media marketing communication initiatives. Practically, the (Stone & Wall, 2004) , however, a national ecotourism framework has yet to be undertaken (Donohoe & Lu, 2009) . Two independent studies have revealed that there exists congruency in ecotourism definitions between the West and China in terms of its emphasis on nature-based, sustainability, environmental conservation, ethics, education and distribution of benefits (Buckley et al., 2008; Donohoe & Lu, 2009 ). However, the authors note, that this congruency is likely as ecotourism concepts in China were initially borrowed from the West in the mid-1990s (Buckley et al., 2008) . However, a number of researchers note that a range of differences in definitions exist despite this initial Western influence. Donohoe and Lu (2009) , for example suggest the presence of health/quality of life in the Chinese ecotourism definition doesn't exist in Western definitions of ecotourism, which for the Chinese is considered a means to spiritual health and wellbeing. Buckley et al. (2008) points out that Chinese ecotourism has an intertwining relationship between nature, human beings and cultural elements, whereas Western ecotourism concepts are more firmly based in ideas of pristine landscapes and ecological features. As such some of the congruency might not necessarily translate into the reality of ecotourism operation and development in China (Donohoe & Lu, 2009; Sofield & Li, 2007) and the authors suggest there is no empirical evidence on how ecotourism practices are contextually defined and understood which is the purpose of this study.
Social Media and Ecotourism Marketing
As a global trend, social media has been widely adopted by both consumers and organizations who see it as a powerful tool for influencing on consumer behavior (Hays et al., 2013) . Research indicates that engagement via social media engagement can attract consumers buy products (Dubey, 2012) because referrals on social networking sites tend to have a longer carryover effect than traditional advertising in producing substantially higher response elasticity (Trusov, Bucklin, & expensive to influence existing customers than it is to acquire new ones. This efficacy is usually achieved with active listening, better response and interaction with audiences as well as helping determine the level of reaction for real time business decisions (Qualman, 2013; Shao, Rodriguez, & Gretzel, 2012) .
However, the literature investigating the impact of social media has been undertaken on dominant social media platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter (Hays et al., 2013) , while country specific social media platforms have largely been ignored (Cheng & Edwards, 2015; Shao et al., 2012) . Chinese tourists are not able to use Facebook or Twitter, the content and marketing campaigns that were originally created were found not to affect Chinese tourists (SKIFT, 2013) .
Equally, Western scholars still have limited access to Chinese social media. This is largely due to the uniqueness of China's leading social media channel and also Chinese users' attitudes and behaviors with social media (Gao, Abel, Houben, & Yu, 2012) . Thus, it is fair to expect that Destination Marketing and Management Organizations (DMO) in China will craft their social media messages differently from their Western counterparts according to its context, which offers different insights into the practices that are currently occurring in China (Gretzel, Fesenmaier, Formica, & O'Leary, 2006) .
Prior studies have acknowledged some marked differences in the marketing function between ecotourism specifically and tourism in general. Ecotourism marketing focuses on integrating the marketing mix (price, promotion, product/service, and place), the social cause of environmental quality, and ecological marketing to provide a remedy for environmental damage (Wearing & Neil, 2009 ). With ecotourism marketing communications and promotions, for example, Wearing and Neil (2009) note that 'the most productive and cost-effective promotional method for ecotourism business is word of mouth and an up to date website' (p. 189). As such, DMOs and tourism operators often utilize social media as a form of electronic word of mouth to reach out to tourists, while tourists often use it to express their emotions and travel experiences after they have visited a place (Hays et al., 2013) . These communication efforts are essential as they create an effective avenue for stimulating an individual's affective and cognitive connection with destination images, as well as opening up a level of interaction between site management and tourists prior to travel (Royo-Vela, 2009 ). DMO's that use social media marketing to portray a realistic and culturally relevant ecotourism experience are more likely to engage tourists and provide positive outcomes from the experience. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 
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Marketing Communication
Communication studies often use Shannon and Weaver's (1949) traditional model of communication, which draws a link between the information source and transmitter to the receiver through the communication channel (the medium). Communication theories focus on the input of a message, for example a picture of a destination or a blog of text describing a tourist destination, and its output in terms of a tourist being aroused and motivated to travel to the place featured (Littlejohn, 1999) .
However, the connotation of the message can vary greatly based on the receiver's background and context. The interpretation and meaning of a message is contingent on how the message 'meets the feelings or emotions of the users and the value of their culture' (Fiske, 1990, p. 86) .
In contrast, marketing communication places considerable emphasis on engaging consumers through effective communication messages. It focuses on the consequences of communication through the study of consumer behaviors (Clow & Baack, 2007) . Therefore, companies are generally interested in understanding the types of communication appeal such as the function of a product or emotional appeal such as humor or sexual characteristics (Schiffman & Lazar, 2006) . Although much of the literature recommends integrated marketing communications through a mixture of different media to reach targeted consumers, the advent of the internet and the ubiquity of social media offers companies an extended communication channel to interact with consumers (Hvass & Munar, 2012) . Social media enables agencies to engage in real-time and direct end-consumer contact with relatively low cost and higher levels of efficiency (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) . In fact, tourism agencies and providers are increasingly relying on this medium to market their products in order to improve their market competitiveness (Dev, Buschman, & Bowen, 2010) . Despite recognizing the importance of social media marketing, many park agencies have not made the most of site branding and consequently have restricted the strategic usage of site brands (King & Halpenny, 2014) . As such, there is an increasing call for further strategies in site brand communication. Effective social media marketing could help site management create an extended channel to engage tourists and to achieve desired outcomes to manage the sustainability of the sites.
This study employs a case study approach to investigate the social media marketing communication efforts of ecotourism agencies. The social media chosen for analysis in this study is (Cheng & Edwards, 2015) . Weibo is the leading Chinese microblog service and its platform and mode of user interaction is similar to Twitter. However, it is entirely produced in Chinese and used mainly in China. Chinese tourists are more personally connected to Weibo in that they tend to trust its content more than Western forms of social media (Cheng & Edwards, 2015) . Similar to Twitter, there is a word limit for postings of 140 written characters, however, "140 written characters on Weibo could tell a full story" in the context of Chinese language (Nooruddin & Zhang, 2012, p. 42) . Weibo not only offers a fast and interactive communication channel to site management, but also affords a platform embedded with meaning that can be used to reach tourists.
Methodology
Research Design
Given the exploratory nature of this study, a two stage qualitative approach was employed. Content analysis was first utilized to gain insight into how the selected ecotourism site management agencies use Sina Weibo and its promotional appeal. Then a series of semi-structured interviews with followers and management agencies were conducted to further investigate the content analysis of the postings to understand its promotional appeal to tourists and the outcomes for both the ecotourist and site management.
Site Selection
A list of ecotourism sites was selected that were acknowledged by Chinese National Geographic (2007) as typical of ecotourism sites in China. These were then narrowed down to a list of seven that were widely recognized in the public domain as being in the top ten most popular ecotourism sites in China in terms of visitation. Since two of the seven sites did not have an official Sina Weibo account, they were excluded from the sample. This left five ecotourism sites that were selected in this study for analysis, these included Mountain Huang, Mountain Tai, Valley Jiuzhaigou, Zhangjia Jie, and Mountain Sanqing. Each of these sites offers a range of ecotourism experiences that include a fairly undisturbed natural area with native flora, fauna along with other natural and cultural resources as attractions (Cheng et al., 2014; Tao, Eagles, & Smith, 2004) . A brief description of each site is outlined in Table 1 . Figure 1 and Table 1 here
Sampling
To create a sample of postings from Weibo, the authors selected all the postings from the five ecotourism sites from January 1 to January 30 in 2013. As the postings are publicly available, they were retrieved directly from the Weibo platform and organized into a single file. Within the entire period of observation a total of 775 postings were collected and then used for analysis.
Content Analysis
A qualitative content analysis within a naturalist paradigm was conducted on the postings. Latent content analysis was utilized in this study as it searches for implicit meanings embedded in postings and facilitates an in-depth understanding of the emergent categories (Berg, 2004) . This was in order to seek a better understanding of how ecotourism site managers utilized microblogs to engage ecotourists and construct meaning around the sites they visited.
In order to provide an instant and overall insight into the major research themes, a visualized word frequency analysis was performed. Word frequency analysis is a simple but effective approach that presented the words in font sizes relative to the frequency they appear in the document (Hunt, Gao, & Xue, 2014) . It was used as an exploration tool to generate an initial overview of the travel microblog posted by DMOs, this gave the researchers a tool to enable structured insights into the data (Hunt et al., 2014) and facilitate the later coding process of this study. Some of most frequent keywords were later used as vivo codes in the coding process. Figure 2 demonstrates the word frequency analysis of Mountain Huang and Mountain Thai.
Two of the authors, who were bilingual speakers of English and Chinese Mandarin, manually coded the microblog data independently in Chinese. Both are frequent microblog users and have extensive ecotourism travel experience. The coding schemes were developed to assist the analysis of the postings from the site management agencies. The themes were consolidated and finalized either through combining or omitting existing codes or developing additional codes through an iterative coding process. Following Strauss and Corbin (1998) , the authors also undertook a constant comparison process in order to refine the codes in respect to the extant literature (e.g., Nowaczek & Smale, 2010) . Similar codes were organized into first-order categories and further summarized into second-order themes (Charmaz, 2006) . For example, the theme culture includes four sub-themes (or first-order categories) tangible heritage, intangible heritage, authenticity, and ancient wonders.
Krippendorf's (2004) inter-rater reliability analysis was performed using SPSS with the results
showing that the inter-rater reliability was 0.81, indicating an acceptable level of reliability.
Semi-structured Interviews
In order to understand the effects of social media communication efforts and their results for ecotourism site management agencies, the authors conducted semi-structured interviews with fifteen microblog followers, three followers from each site and also seven staff of the five ecotourism sites.
Both the followers and staff were recruited using purposive sampling. Each interview lasted approximately 15 minutes. The fifteen microblog followers comprised eight female and seven males.
Seven came from first tier cities (i.e. Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou) and the remainder from second or third tier cities. Two types of followers were selected based on their frequency of postings with seven -fluentials (frequent users) and eight lurkers (browsing) (Munar & Jacobsen, 2014) . The followers were interviewed via the internal messaging systems of Weibo or by telephone. One of the researchers made phone calls to the employees in departments that handled business communications through one of the researchers' personal networks. Of the seven employees from ecotourism management agencies interviewed four of them were at the management level and three of them are communication officers. The subject of the questions revolved around two main concerns. For tourist followers, the questions were centered on the benefits they seek from following microblogs. For management agencies, the questions were centered on the intended consequences of the communication efforts. Both sets of interviews were complete when theoretical saturation was reached. The data was first coded in Chinese and then the key terms/themes that emerged from this analysis were translated into English. 
Findings
Six key themes emerged from the content analysis. These are noted along with a brief description of each in Table 2 . They include: (1) unity of human beings and nature, (2) culture, (3) education, (4) ethics, (5) health, and (6) travel guidance. Each meaning has specific communication implications in respect to the intended message for tourists. Table 2 here 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 Postings like these indicate there is a general consensus among ecotourism management agencies that there is an increasing health concern among Chinese citizens in urban areas, especially in the well-developed regions such as Beijing. As a result it is perceived that their ultimate physical and psychological wellbeing could only be enhanced and perhaps restored in a natural environment as noted in the literature (Cheng et al., 2014) . As such, the perceived health benefits could serve as an important motivating factor for Chinese citizens to visit ecotourism sites.
Theme 4 Education: Connection between the Body and Soul and Reflection of Life
Education here is referred to as the cognitive aspects of the ecotourism experience, which offer Jiuzhai Gou has different views in four seasons. Visiting us in winter might not experience the most beautiful scenery, but it is the relaxing and comfortable time to get closer to nature and enjoy the natural wonder without crowdedness by reaching your heart. It is a time to think of yourself (Jiuzhai Gou, No. 15) This finding is in line with prior research, which indicates that a common motivating factor for
Chinese tourists traveling to natural areas is to seek enlightenment from having a close connection with nature, rather than seeking scientific knowledge and understanding about environmental processes and the evolution of landscapes (Xu et al., 2013) . This finding is also consistent with Fan 
Theme 5 Awareness of Necessity for Conservation
Awareness of the necessity for conservation refers to a destinations appeal to tourists' sense of responsibility to be engaged in sustainable tourism behavior. It aims to stimulate a deeper reflection of the ecotourism experience through opportunities that allow ecotourists to appreciate nature and to respect other ecotourists and site staff. This theme indicates an opportunity for site management agencies to promote awareness of ecotourists' own behavior to others and sites, which aims to lower the costs of monitoring and maintenance. As one staff member in the ecotourism management agencies opined:
Well, though we are not really sure how effective the postings will be, they (the postings) at least will remind tourists of their own on-site behaviors such as to be responsible for their own rubbish. Therefore, it could help us [ecotourism site management agencies] to save costs and lower the burden of our staff, as we could do on site monitoring on a less frequent basis. 
Intended Consequences
The aforementioned ecotourism site management marketing initiatives and their associated meanings comprised two main categories. These were organized into: (1) ecotourist outcomes, and (2) management outcomes (see Figure 3) . With respect to ecotourist outcomes, the management initiatives helped to create a forum for discussion and social awareness, and thus assisted ecotourists to gain a better understanding of ecotourism site attractions and activities. Further, evocative pictures and positive wording were found to help increase tourists' affection for a particular site and improve their positive attitude toward it. These elements are not only intended to improve ecotourists' travel experiences, but also aim to enhance their eco-travel intention and loyalty to ecotourism sites. For example:
Before I go to ecotourism sites, besides asking my friends for advice, I usually look at the 
Discussion
Toward a Research Framework of Social Media in Ecotourism
The research framework presented in Figure 3 illustrates the process of social media initiatives in ecotourism marketing communications. An interpretive approach was employed to discover the meanings of the Weibo content. This approach helps to uncover the ways that site managers utilize social media to communicate with tourists. The framework is based on the input-process-output model of communication (Littlejohn, 1999) . The theory proposes that inputs into a communication system require processing by the audience from which a set of outcomes are expected. The 'dependency model of mass communication' (dependency model for short) was used (Rubin & Windahl, 1986) . This theory suggests the provision of a networked relationship that creates the content and functions for a mass media system to meet audience needs, interests, and motives as well as influencing their cognitive, affective, and behavioral responses. In particular, this theoretical model accentuates the role of societal system facilitation on mass media's functionality and availability. In turn, an individual's needs and interests as well as consumption and use of certain media content are dependent on the societal system and mass media system. Rubin and Windahl (1986) write that:
Dependency's notion of media influence is enhanced by a more detailed description of people who actively seek and avoid messages from various personal and mediated sources, emphasizing that social elements and interaction are important when considering media audience connections.
(p. 187)
The dependency model further posits that such dependency shapes the individual's cognitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes, leading to: (1) changes to their needs and interests, and (2) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 The framework also illustrates that the promotional appeal has its intended consequences. Being able to connect the ecotourism site to the past as well as improving tourist's wellbeing has a positive impact on tourist attitudes toward a specific site. It increases tourists' affection and travel intention (i.e., affective and behavioral outcomes). Ecotourist followers of the postings also help create a forum for discussion and sharing ideas. They provide travel guidance and further facilitate ecotourists to have a better understanding of the ecotourism site. The combined effect nurtures desired cognitive and affective outcomes.
Social media assists in the management of the ecotourism site to deliver intended messages using pictures and text that visitors can follow, which opens up a channel for two-way communication.
This process furnishes further refinement of the social media content and functions as the dependency model posits. This reciprocal process illustrates that 'the attainment of goals by one party is contingent upon the resources [and initiatives] of another party' (Rubin & Windahl, 1986, p. 190) .
Furthermore, site managers also actively utilize postings to educate tourists and to promote social responsibility. Such initiatives could reduce the costs associated with site monitoring and maintenance.
The combined effects of management initiatives improve the competitiveness of the site. The next section considers the implications of theory and practice related to ecotourism management.
Theoretical and Managerial Implications
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Essentially, ecotourism practice is similar to other sustainable tourism practices in China in so far as it is a learning-by-doing process, it operates from a top down model that is guided by an institutional (government) approach (Xu, Zhu, & Bao, 2015) . Most of the ecotourism destinations in
China are set up initially as a catalyst for economic development as the government recognises the contribution it can make here later their significance is seen to align with environmental sustainability initiatives. As such, ecotourism sites in China would still predominantly cater to mass tourism for balancing regional economic development and conservation purposes (Stone & Wall, 2004; Wen & Xue, 2008) , which is still happening today. This challenges the Western definition of ecotourism as an approach that is small scale and which caters to a niche market. Placing ecotourism in the context of China like to trying to achieve an "enlightened mass tourism" (Weaver, 2014) . Given the size of
China's population, it is almost impossible to offer small scale niche products so the challenge becomes one of how to integrate mass and alternative tourism as demonstrated through ecotourism social media practices, which indicate that conservation messages can be transmitted to a much larger audience than more traditional forms of interpretation. Given China's dominant institution approach, the lesson is that there is a need for an integrated approach for ecotourism to fulfill its path to sustainability, as sustainability is not a universal criterion but an individual solution (Whitehead, 2003; Xu et al., 2015) .
In summary, this research indicates a continued need for sustainable tourism research to focus on pragmatic solutions as opposed to idealism (Bramwell & Lane, 2015) .This paper highlights contextualized ecotourism practices in China by highlighting realities that are not always aligned with Western idealism, understand how it operates and the alternative interpretations made by Chinese ecotourists. While the ecotourism marketing practices presented in this study might not be consonant with Western definitions, understanding the divergence in ecotourism practices through social media discourse reflects the differing interpretations of ecotourism in countries like China, which provides the basis for an East-West tourism dialogue and another step in the globalization of knowledge of sustainable tourism practices. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 The interplay and harmonious relationship between human beings and nature.
Culture
Cultural heritage that is both tangible and intangible
Health
Perceived physical and / or mental health benefits
Education
Cognitive aspect of ecotourism experience, which offers tourists an opportunity to appreciate and learn about the nature and environment as well as the ecotourism site.
Awareness of necessity for conservation
Destinations appealing to tourists' sense of responsibility to be engaged in sustainable tourism behavior. It aims to stimulate a deeper reflection of the ecotourism experience through opportunities that allow ecotourists to appreciate nature and to respect other ecotourists and site staff.
Travel Guidance
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